It can be difficult waiting for test results. Be assured that your medical team are gathering important information during this time.
In most cases, it takes a couple of weeks to get test results. It can take longer to get the results of tests that are not urgent, for example, tests that are part of your routine follow-up. More specialist tests can also take longer. For example, if the samples need to be sent to another laboratory or expert.
Do not be alarmed if it takes longer than usual to get the results of tests. It does not mean something is wrong -there are many possible reasons for a delay.
You might be given an initial diagnosis then have more tests to find out more about the lymphoma. This helps your medical team recommend the best treatment for you. Your medical team should be able to give you an idea of how long your test results will take. Talk to them if you are unsure or if your results are taking longer than you expected.
Why do I need to wait for my test results?
The wait for test results might seem long. However, there is a lot going on between the time you have your test and the time you get the results. The person doing the test is not usually trained to interpret the information they collect. The information is passed on to a specialist.
If you had an X-ray or a scan, a radiologist examines the images.
Blood samples are tested in a laboratory. The samples, for example, from a biopsy, bone marrow tests or lumbar puncture, are prepared in a specialised laboratory and examined by expert pathologists. The samples may need to be sent from your local hospital to the specialised laboratory.
Some samples take longer to prepare than others; for example, the tissue in bone marrow tests has to be decalcified (calcium removed) before the sample can be examined.
The specialists write a report about your test results. Reports are sent to the doctor who ordered the test, usually your consultant. In most cases, your doctor waits until they have reviewed the information from all of your tests before they contact you. Your doctor does not want to risk giving you an incorrect diagnosis or treatment that is not suitable for you. Several different people with different specialities need to look at your tests and discuss your results. This group of people is known as a 'multidisciplinary team' (MDT). If you have a rare type of lymphoma, there might be more people involved in making sure you have the correct diagnosis and the best care.
When all the information is available, your doctor arranges an appointment with you to discuss the results of the tests.
There are many possible reasons for test results to take longer than expected, for example:
More specialised tests might be needed on samples. For example, cells from a biopsy are looked at under a microscope using different stains (dyes). This is usually enough to make a diagnosis but other tests might be needed to look at the cells in more detail.
Samples may need to be sent away to a different laboratory if specialised tests are needed, for example to look at the proteins in a tissue sample.
The specialist might need a second opinion. Samples and images might need to be sent to an expert at another hospital, particularly for rare types of lymphoma.
The results of one test might mean that your doctor recommends further tests. For example, if a scan identifies a possible problem, you might need a biopsy or a different type of scan to look at an area in more detail.
A test might need to be repeated, for example, if there were not enough cells in the sample collected.
It is very important that your medical team know exactly what type of lymphoma you have and how it is affecting you. This information helps them plan the best treatment for you.
A delay of a couple of weeks while waiting for test results is very unlikely to affect your outcome. Your doctor can request that your test results are prioritised if they are needed urgently.
How can I cope emotionally while waiting for test results?
Waiting for test results can bring a great deal of uncertainty and give rise to some difficult emotional responses. You might start to imagine the worst possible scenario or have a general sense of anxiety or fear.
While these emotions are natural and may not go away entirely, there are some simple things you could do to help manage them.
Write down your worries
Often, worries go round in our head, which can be exhausting. Try to 'catch' these thoughts before they spiral out of control. Simply getting your thoughts down on paper can take away some of their power and bring a sense of release. Seeing your worries in writing may also help you to identify any links between them and help you to consider how to address them.
If you find that worries start to take over your thoughts, try setting aside 'worry time' -contained time to think about your worries. Write down any worries or concerns as they come into your mind. Keep a notepad by your bed in case they come into your mind during the night. Tell yourself that you will return to your worries and give them your full attention later.
Identify strategies
Try to pin-point what underlies your worry and then think about how you can help yourself. Reconsider unhelpful thoughts, for example: 'I don't have a diagnosis now so I will take one day at a time. If I am diagnosed with lymphoma, I will have an opportunity to ask questions and to find out my options'.
Useful resources
Medical professionals who give you your test results can answer your questions and give you more information about lymphoma and your treatment options.
Lymphoma Action offers information about lymphoma and emotional support to people affected by lymphoma.
Worry 'I feel totally overwhelmed. I can't deal with the uncertainty'.
Strategies
Make time for yourself (for example, take a walk, spend time with friends or have a relaxing bath).
Try stress relieving techniques (breathing exercises, meditation or mindfulness).
Talk to someone close to you about how you feel.
Focus your energies on something creative, for example paint or sing.
Useful resources
Your doctors can discuss your anxieties with you. They may also be able to refer you for specialist psychological support with your emotions.
Lymphoma Action's support services. For example, you may find it helps to talk to others who can relate to your situation through online forums and support groups.
Strategies
Where can I find support?
Going for tests and scans for lymphoma will have an emotional impact. However, if your level of distress continues or worsens and affects your everyday life, you may find it beneficial to seek additional support. You may also find our Living with lymphoma booklet helpful. It describes some of the feelings and emotions you may have if you have been diagnosed with lymphoma and suggests ways to help you manage these.
Find out more about how the Lymphoma Action can support you.
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